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ABSTRACT
Field Independence-Dependence Social Orientation
and Preference for Praise or Conflict
in Young Children
,

September

1979

Marion Hoffman, B.S., University of Connecticut
M.A,, Southern Connecticut State College

Ed.D., University of Massachusetts

Directed by:

Dr. Carolyn P. Edwards

This study investigated the relation between a measure
of cognitive style, field independence-dependence, and a

child’s orientation to objects and people.

The author hy-

pothesized that a preschool child who spent more time at
free play with objects would be field-independent and a

child who spent more of his/her free play time with people

would be field-dependent.

It was also hypothesized that

object/people orientation and cognitive style can predict

preference for conflict or praise in

a

task situation.

Twenty-four children, ranging in age from three to
five years old, were subjects for this study.

Twelve were

from a day care center and twelve were from a nursery
school.

The children were observed during their free play

period and through a time-sampling method of observation
was
the degree of their orientation to objects or people

determined.

The Preschool Embedded Figure Test was given

of field
to each child to determine his/her degree

vi

independence-dependence.

Two specially designed tasks were

used to sample the child's reaction to conflict and praise.
The hypothesis that field-independent children are

more object-oriented and field-dependent children are more

people-oriented was confirmed only for girls.

Preference

for praise by field-dependent children was also confirmed
only for girls.

There was no relation between preference

for praise and people-orientation as predicted.

Further-

more, there was no relation between preference for conflict

and the other two measures

orientation.

— field-independence

and object-

It was tentatively concluded from these over-

all findings that girls who are less social, orient in a

focused manner to tasks, while girls who are more social,
orient in a global manner to tasks.

It also seems reason-

able to conclude that praise is a potent reinforcer for

girls who are not so focused on the details of a task.
These same results may have occurred for boys if the exper-

imenter had been a male.
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OP THE PROBLEM
Introduction to the Problem

Teachers of young children need information about dif-

ferences in the way individuals learn and relate to their
environment in order to design the best learning situations
for every child in their care.

It is true that sensitivity

to the general developmental level of a group is necessary

if a teacher is going to provide a generally suitable

learning environment.

However, a teacher must also be

sensitive to differences within the group to do an effective job of providing for each individual child in the

classroom.
For years differences between individuals such as IQ,
sex, social class, and race have been recognized as vari-

ables that are related to the learning process and social
development.

The recognition of these, by now commonplace,

variables has helped professionals understand and plan for
children in school environments.

This study will deal with

two more recently generated constructs which seem to pro-

vide a useful approach in conceptualizing issues of indi-

vidual differences in children.

The concepts that will be

examined are object vs. people orientation and one measure
of cognitive style,

i.e., field independence-dependence.

1
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The concept of object vs, people orientation was first

described by Emmerich (1964).

Some children seek activi-

ties where there is a lot of interaction with people and

other children seem to prefer solitary activities where the
focus of attention is on objects (Emmerich, 1964),

Chil-

dren’s orientation to people or objects has been found to
be a stable characteristic throughout preschool experience

(Emmerich,

1964;

Jennings, 1975).

Researchers also have found that the choices children
make with respect to playing with objects or people are related to the way they approach a cognitive task (Coates,
1975).

Researchers call children's approach to learning

their "cognitive style,"

The term itself refers to "indi-

vidual variations in modes of perceiving, remembering and
thinking" (Kogan, 1971, p. 244).

Holding demographic vari-

ables such as sex, age, social class and race constant, research on cognitive styles deals with the following questions;

How does the individual approach a task situation?

What does he/she see as the salient features?

his/her thought process?

What will be

Unlike IQ, cognitive style does

not concern itself with the overall facility or effective-

ness with which an individual learns and solves problems,
but rather the way or style in which he/she tends to ap-

proach cognitive tasks.

In a sense the concept refers to

the "personality" of the intellectual process.

listed
Kogan (1971) in a review of the literature has

3

nine styles and reviewed their implications for
education.
The most widely researched and generally accepted
measure

''

of cognitive style has been field independence-dependence

(also called field insensitive vs, field sensitive), first

described by Witkin and his associates (1954).

There are

three assessment procedures to determine field indepen-

dence-dependence:

the Body Adjustment Test (BAT), the Rod

and Frame Test (RPT), and the Embedded Figure Test (EFT).
In the BAT test the subject is asked to sit in a tilting

chair that can be tilted within a room that also tilts.
The seated subject is required to adjust the chair to its

true vertical position in space.

The subject's score

represents the deviation of the chair's adjusted position
from the true upright position.
a subject is,

The more field-independent

the closer he/she can find the true vertical

without being deceived by the tilting room.

The more

field-independent subject apparently uses internal cues
such as the feel of gravity on the body to guide his/her

manipulation of the chair rather than external visual cues.
The field-dependent subject has less ability getting the

chair to the true vertical position, perhaps because the

The nine cognitive styles reviewed in the literature are:
Breadth
1) Field independence-dependence; 2) Scanning; 3)
Reflectiveness
of Categorizing; 4) Conceptual styles; 5)
vs. impulsivity; 6) Leveling vs. sharpening; 7) Cognitive
complexity and simplicity; 8) Constricted vs. flexible control; 9) Tolerance for incongruous or unrealistic experiThe reader is referred to Kogan (1971) for a comence.
plete review of cognitive styles.
^
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subject uses the incorrect visual cues.

Another test, the

RFT, consists of a luminous rod within a luminous frame.

The subject sits in a completely darkened room and is asked
to adjust the rod to the true vertical when the rod and

frame are tilted in the same or opposite directions.

The

mean degree of absolute deviation of the rod from the true
upright constitutes the subject's score.

Finally the EFT

is comprised of a set of complex geometric patterns in

which simple figures are embedded.

The amount of time re-

quired to locate these simple figures is the subject's
score (Kogan, 1971

).

Subjects who are more field-indepen-

dent have an easier time finding the simple figure within
the complex design.

Their attention and perception, it is

assumed, does not get lost in the total design (field),
hence the name "field insensitive."

The field-dependent

subject apparently gets distracted by elements in the total

design and many times cannot find the hidden figure.

It is

this last test that has been revised and adapted for use

with preschool youngsters (Coates, 1975 ).
The cognitive style of field independence-dependence

may be important to educators because it seems to relate to
many cognitive, personality and social dimensions.

For ex-

ample, field-independent adults tend to be more task-

oriented and have greater skill at cognitive analysis and
structuring, while field-dependent adults tend to get along

better with others and are more agreeable in a group

5

setting (Witkin, 1976),

This information suggests that

field independence— dependence may relate to three issues
that are important in understanding the way a young child

learns.

First, field independence— dependence seems to re-

late to a child's preference for learning settings, for instance, whether a child prefers to learn socially or non-

socially (Coates, 1975; Konstadt and Forman, 1965).

The

field-independent child's analytic attitude may make him or
her more likely to learn through observing and responding
to physical aspects of the learning situation, whereas the

field-dependent child may pay more attention to the social
aspects of the same situation.

This difference in what is

noticed may create a difference in what information about
the world tends to be internalized.

Second, field indepen-

dence-dependence seems to relate to how the child takes in
information, either globally or specifically (Witkin,
1976).

And finally, field independence-dependence is im-

portant because it relates to a central theoretical contro-

versy in developmental psychology, one that has implications

greater in scope than the issue of individual differences
in learning or thinking styles.

The question is how do

children learn or construct knowledge at all?

Do children

learn through internalizing information or events they observe around them?

Or do children learn by actively re-

solving perceived contradictions between what they observe
and what they thought happened.

6

Review of the Literature
The Concept of Orientation to the Environment ,

One of the

first studies to investigate the way a child orients to the

environment and

hov/

this orientation may relate to cogni-

tive and social functioning was completed by Bing (1963).

Although his study did not specifically look at a child's
preference for ob3ects or people in a naturalistic setting,
it did examine the home environment and how this setting

influenced the child's behavior.

More specifically Bing's

study investigated the mother-child interaction and its re-

lation to a child’s verbal abilities and exploratory behaviors.

Bing carried out his study using 60 mothers and

their 5th grade children.

The children included in the

study were of similar IQ overall (as measured by the

Thurstone's SRA Primary Mental Abilities tests), but had
either high or low verbal ability.

The compensatory non-

verbal ability was spatial or numerical.

The mother's mode

of interacting with her child was assessed in three ways:
1

)

a questionnaire was given to the mother to find out

factual material concerning caretaking activities involving
her child; 2) an interview was given with each mother for

one-two hours to learn about the mother's relationship with

her child including the type of verbal stimulation providpermised, behaviors fostering dependence or independence,
an
sion for object experimentation, etc.; and finally 3)

interaction situation was observed where the mother
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verbally posed problem questions to the child after which
the child was requested by the observer to perforin two non-

verbal tasks.

This latter assessment situation was con-

trived to obtain first-hand information on the mother's

mode of interacting with her child.

The results of the

study indicated that verbal ability was fostered by a close

relationship with a demanding and somewhat intrusive mother
while nonverbal abilities seemed to be enhanced by allowing
the child a degree of freedom to experiment with the physi-

can environment.

Thus, the results suggested that early

home influences might determine whether a child would de-

velop a verbal, personal mode of interacting with the environment or a task-oriented impersonal spatial mode.
Pedersen and Wender (1968) corroborated some of Bing's
conclusions.

The researchers observed the free play behav-

ior of 2^ year old boys in nursery school setting.

Two

teachers rated the boys on scales designed to sample dependency and autonomous play behavior.

At six years the same

boys were given the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Chil-

dren (Wise) to examine their cognitive functioning.
boys who were observed at age

2i^

The

years to have a high de-

gree of autonomous play which involved a wide range of

manipulatives tended to have higher nonverbal scores on the
IQ test.

Boys observed at age

years who were more re-

and
sponsive to social stimuli, defined in terms of seeking

responding to physical contact and manifesting attention
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seeking behavior, tended to show lower scores on the non-

verbal performance measures of the WISG.

As in Bing's

study, Pedersen and Wender found that subjects who were

more independent and played with manipulatives performed
more effectively on nonverbal measures of IQ performance.

Hertzig, Buch, Thomas and Mendes (1968) were also in-

terested in the home environment and how this environment

affects the child's cognitive functioning.
this study were

3

The subjects of

year old children from middle-class pro-

fessional families and working class Puerto Rican families
who were given an intelligence test.

In order to eliminate

differences that might be caused by race and cultural background of the experimenter, the examiner for the middleclass children was white and English-speaking, while the

examiner for the Puerto Rican children was Puerto Rican and
spoke Spanish.

An independent observer kept a record of

the behavior and the verbalizations of the children during
the course of the Stanford Binet Intelligence Test.

It was

given in English to the middle-class children and in Spanish to the Puerto Ricah children,

Hertzig et al. found

that middle-class children were more willing to try the

task again if a second demand to work was given by an examiner.

The Puerto Rican children were less verbal in re-

when
sponse to the task and were passive and nonresponsive

asked again to do the task.

Interviews with the Puerto

Rican families revealed that these families were more

9

socially-oriented towards life.

The middle-class families

seemed to be more task- or problem-oriented.

The authors

speculated that the differing family styles produce children v/hose orientation to a demand to do a task differed

significantly

.

Although the Puerto Rican children might

have been socially-oriented, their verbal responsiveness

diminished in a situation where there was a cognitive task
to perform.

The studies of Bing (1963), Pedersen and Wender
(1968), and Hertzig et al.

(1968) involved speculation con-

cerning the child’s social or physical orientation.

They

neither defined nor measured the concept of orientation.
Their primary interests were in explaining how the home en-

vironment and play behavior can affect cognitive performance.

Emmerich (1964) was the first to propose and meas-

ure the concept of social or physical orientation to the

environment.

He recorded preschool children’s free play

behavior and found a measurable and stable dimension of
personality throughout two years of nursery school which he
labeled ’’interpersonal” vs. ’’impersonal” orientation.

The

’’impersonally” oriented child was defined as one more likely to engage in self-contained activities with things,

tasks, or his/her own thoughts.

The "interpersonally” ori-

ented child was one who spent more time in association with

adults or other children.
Emmerich’s study set the stage for further
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investigation into the phenomena of interpersonal vs. impersonal orientation and its relation to other social and
intellectual behaviors in children.
Jennings*

(1975) study adapted Emmerich's concept of

orientation of preschoolers and investigated the relationship between object orientation and other cognitive skills.

Jennings specifically examined whether the personality dis-

position of interpersonal vs. impersonal orientation was
related to knowledge that children come to acquire about
the environment.

Instead of using Emmerich's terminology,

she labeled subjects as "people" vs.

"object" oriented and

hypothesized that object-oriented children would do better
on a task that measured children's ability to organize and

classify objects while people-oriented children would do

better on tasks that measured social knowledge.

The first

hypothesis was supported, but in the case of the latter
hypothesis, Jennings found that social knowledge was not

predicted by people orientation per se, but rather by being

popular in the classroom.

Jennings' findings suggest that

children who seek out objects to play with are characterized by highly developed concepts about objects and popular

children, who successfully seek out contact with others,

show higher levels of social knowledge.

Rardin and Moan (1971) also completed a study which
popularity.
showed a relation between social knov;ledge and
a manner
They hypothesized that peer relations develop in

parallel to the development of physical concepts,
i.e.,
that both cognitive and social skills progress
from kindergarten through third grade. They also believed that
a
child's cognitive development would be directly affected
by
the quality of peer relations as judged by popularity
rating,

The more popular children would do better on measures

of cognitive skills (ability to classify and conserve ob-

jects) and social skills (interpersonal awareness, lack of

egocentricity

,

stability of friendships).

Their data sup-

ported Jennings’ findings; social cognition was related to
popularity, but not to cognitive skills.

Rardin and Moan

also found that social cognition did not affect physical
concept development.

Said another way, smartness about

people seems to relate to popularity but does not relate to
other cognitive skills.

Orientation to the Environment and its Relation to Field
Independence-Dependence

.

The fact that there is a relation

between orientation and knowledge suggests different kinds
of children learn different things about their environment.
Is this difference just in content, or is there also a dif-

ference in the form of learning, i.e., the way a child ap-

proaches an event and selects information?

There are

grounds to believe the difference is not just in content
but rather in cognitive style as well.

In dealing with ob-

jects the child has control over many dimensions.

He/she

can experiment to see effects of actions on objects.

For

12

instance, in building a tower with blocks, a child can ex-

periment with balance.

If a block falls, he/she has only

to begin again to get the same results.

gin to look for clues (ex.:

The child can be-

base of support) for the rea-

son the tower falls or remains standing.

The environment

(the blocks, gravity, and the child's intention to build a

tower) remains stable enough to allow the child to focus on

helpful details.

Such focusing on details may lead to a

successful encounter for the object-oriented child.

As a

consequence the child may develop a more focused view of
events.

In the social world, in contrast, focusing on de-

tails may not be helpful.
the child.

sults

In fact,

it may be confusing to

For instance one action may bring many re-

— "Tammy

let me take her shovel at the sandbox yester-

day, but today she hit me when I tried."

The child can not

recreate the situation and get the same results every time.
The social world is not as predictable or controllable.

At

best, the young child can gain general ideas or intuitions

about the effects of actions on others and his/her resulting orientation to the social world might be expected to be

more global, less specific.

VThether the child is with one

spread
person or a group, her/his attention needs to be
example who
over a host of details simultaneously. For

are the people?

How are they feeling?

ideas and what's the social context?

V/hat

are their

Instead of focusing

abstracting it out, the
on one aspect of the situation and
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child must be responsive to the relationship among many
parts.

The child must be sensitive to the whole field.

Field-independence is the dimension of cognitive style

which seems to most closely capture the distinction of
global versus specific orientation to the environment.

For

example, the field-independent child who scores high on the

Preschool Embedded Figure Test (Coates, 1972) has the ability to see a geometric figure embedded in a complex picture.

To do well in this test takes an active analytic at-

titude

— focusing

on one element, not many, in the design.

The field-dependent child, who doesn’t do well, loses the

sense of the object in the figure and gets caught up looking at the total picture.

According to Witkin et al. (1962), the original inves-

tigators of the style, field-sensitive or field-dependent
people are less differentiated from other people and from
the external environment.

Their needs and characteristics

are defined primarily with reference to external standards

and they have a limited ability to function independently
of external cues.

Field-independent people, on the other

hand, have less need to rely on others for self-definition,

are more attuned to self— cues, and are less dependent on

external stimuli (Fitzgibbons

,

1965).

Considering V/itkin’s description of field independencechildependence, it miglit be expected that object-oriented

people-oriented
dren would be more field-independent and
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children would be more field-dependent.

Evidence for this

relation was obtained by Coates (1975).

Her study indicat-

ed that for both girls and boys, field-dependent
children

were more "socially-oriented" in their play while field-

independent children tended to prefer "solitary" activities.
Field independence-dependence can not only predict

what activities are interesting to children but also can

predict something about how children learn, as Ruble (1972)
found.

The purpose of Ruble’s study was to see how rele-

vant social cues given by an experimenter might differen-

tially affect the performance of task-oriented versus

socially-oriented children.

Task-orientation was measured

by field-independence and social-orientation was measured

by field-dependence.

While the child was doing a puzzle

the experimenter would model the behavior and the field-

dependent children tended to do better when social cues
were given.

Field-dependent children tended to glance more

at the experimenter's face and puzzle more often while they

were doing their puzzle than did field-independent children.

Also, in a card choosing game field-dependent chil-

dren would more often look at the experimenter as he/ she
gestured toward the correct card.

One implication of this

finding concerns effective teaching procedures for socially-oriented vs. task-oriented children.

Socially-oriented

(field-dependent) children may respond best in situations
"that

include social cues and where reinforcers are given.

15

Further evidence suggesting that field-dependent
people are particularly sensitive to those aspects of the

environment having to do with other people was obtained in
a study by Fitzgibbons, Goldberger and Eagle

(1965).

The

purpose of the study was to investigate the relationship

between field— dependence and recall and recognition of incidentally presented social and neutral material in adults.
They found a positive correlation between field-dependence
and the recall and recognition of social material but not

neutral material that had been presented incidentally.

The

results support the hypothesis that field-dependent subjects are particularly sensitive to those aspects of the

environment having to do with people.
The study done by Fitzgibbons et al. (1965) was com-

pleted with adults but a study done by Konstadt and Forman
(1965) gives support to the notion that field-dependent

children as well as adults are sensitive to the social aspects of the environment.

It was hypothesized in Konstadt

and Formants work that field-dependent children's perfor-

mance while doing a task would be more affected than would

field-independent children's performance when there was in-

terjection of approval and disapproval by an examiner.

The

children used as subjects in this study were 4th graders
who represented equally the extremes of performance on the

Children’s Embedded Figure Test (CEFT) used to measure
randomly
field independence-dependence. The subjects were
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assigned to testing groups.

The experimental condition was

defined by comments made by an experimenter while the subject took a test.

The test involved the location and

striking out of certain letters appearing in a matrix of

randomly ordered letters.

The experimenter in one experi-

mental condition at specific intervals would comment in approving ways on the students’ performance, in the second

condition with disparaging remarks about their ability.
Two forms of the test were used.

Each group was tested

once in the morning and once in the afternoon with each ex-

perimental condition.

As expected there was generally

poorer performance by the field-dependent subjects (more so
than for the field-independent subjects) under conditions

where the examiner made disparaging remarks.
In summary, the review of the literature indicates

that field-independent children tend to choose activities
that are "solitary" in nature, whereas field-dependent

children seem to seek out more social activities during
their free play.

Besides predicting choices children will

make in selecting activities, field independence-dependence
seems to relate to the way children approach a learning
social
situation. Field-dependent children tend to notice
less
cues when they are given by an experimenter and do
about their
well on a task if disparaging remarks are made
seem more
performance. Therefore field-dependent children
children
attuned to the social world and field-independent

17

are less affected by the social environment and more at-

tuned to the object world.

Theoretical Considerations

.

In developmental theory it has

been suggested that there are two major approaches to
change;

(1)

the mechanistic or behavioristic approach to

development; and (2) the organismic approach (Langer, 1969).
A mechanistic model of development assumes that growth

involves an increasing, quantitative and continuous accumu-

lation of behavior.

Bandura’s (1977) theory of the way

children learn suggests that children learn through modelling behavior.

He believes that large integrated patterns

of behavior can be formed without trial and error.

In this

theory of learning the emphasis is not on the individual

reflecting on his/her experience but on the individual observing and learning from observation of an event.

flecting on action and mistakes is not necessary.

ReThe

mechanistic model of development may be an appropriate one
to describe the preferred way field-dependent children ap-

proach a learning situation.

Their responsiveness to

social cues, lack of attention to detail and need for rein-

forcement during a learning task suggests that they may be
learning about their environment in different ways than

field-independent children.
In the organismic view, development proceeds by states
of equilibrium and disequilibrium.

Equilibration is a pro-

ways
cess which helps us to relate information received in
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that serve to reduce contradiction (Piaget, 1967; Forman,
1978).

For example, a child who witnesses a ball of clay

becoming thinner but longer as it is rolled out on a table
may feel at first a sense of conflict.

piece of clay become longer?

How can a short

What has been added to the

clay to create the extra length?

Equilibrium is restored

and new understanding develops when the child realizes the

lengthening of the clay is compensated by its becoming
thinner.

Langer (1969) stresses that the child must feel

consciously or unconsciously that something is wrong for
the disequilibrium to occur.

Development occurs when equi-

librium is restored, i.e., the child resolves the perceived
contradiction.

In each successive stage of development

more pieces of information can occur when a person reflects
on his/her experience (Piaget, 1967; Forman, 1978).

Controversy continues within psychology and education
as to which model describes most fully the mechanism of

change that leads to new knowledge.

Do all children learn

by resolving perceived conflicts as the organismic develop—

mentalists suggest?

There has been some empirical research

to support this assumption.

Kuhn (1972) hypothesized that

children learn when there is an optimal mismatch between
what they know and what they are confronted with.

By opti-

which the
mal mismatch, Kuhn is referring to the degree to
mismatch
learner is exposed to information. An optimal
far beyond the
would exist if the exposure was neither too

.

19

child's understanding, nor below it.

In a classification

task with 4» 6, and 8 year olds, she found that children

made gains in their ability to do the task when the behavior of the model was slightly more advanced than the sub-

ject’s ability.

Kuhn assumed the child made progress be-

cause of the induced disequilibrium caused by the discrep-

ancy between the information the child had and new knowledge.

The process is explained by the equilibration model.

The child is confronted by a slight discrepancy between

what he/she knows and what occurs in the environment, cre-

ating disequilibrium (or a conflict) that he/she tries to
resolve.

Organisraic psychologists believe learning and

eventually development occur as a result of the resolved
conflict
Yet perhaps there are different preferred learning

styles for children of different orientation and for field-

independent vs. -dependent children such that learning

through equilibration is a more or less pronounced part of
the way the child typically learns.

There has been one

study to suggest that children can learn by resolving perceived conflicts and by merely watching a model.

Botvin

and Murray (1975) found that children learned a conserva-

tion task by watching a model as well as by being in a conflict situation where the task is discussed.

There was no

group
attempt by the researchers to place the subjects in a
of
that was slightly beyond their present level
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understanding.

Significant gains in conservation of num-

ber, amount, mass, and weight were made by 53 children ages

6-9 years.

These nonconserving children either simply ob-

served a conserver’s performance on conservation tasks or

argued with conservers in social conflict situations about
these problems.

There were no significant differences in

gains on subsequent conservation performance tests between
those children who were exposed to the model treatment and
those who were exposed to the social conflict treatment.

Like the children in Kuhn's study, those in Botvin and

Murray's study benefited by observing a model.

Even though

the children in the latter study were not carefully placed

in an "optimal mismatch" modelling situation, they made

gains in their ability to conserve.

The problem remains as

to what is the optimal learning situation for each learner.

Can some children learn more easily by imitation of a model
no matter how advanced the model's behavior?

Or do some

children focus so carefully on the model that they can only
learn where there is a slight discrepancy between what they
see and what they know.

Does orientation to the environ-

ment or cognitive style predict their preferred mode?

Are

than
some kinds of things learned better in one way rather
the other?

Much needs to be learned about these questions

learning and how
if we are to better understand children's
we as educators can best facilitate it.

there is a
The review of the literature suggests
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relationship between a child’s orientation to the
environment and his/her cognitive style (Coates, 1975). The

pres-

ent study will investigate that relation using a measure
of

orientation developed by i^mmerich (1964) and a measure of
cognitive style developed by Witkin (1962).

The study will

also examine whether orientation or cognitive style can

predict those aspects of a task situation to which a child

attends and prefers.
The Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study was to determine whether

there is a relation between individual differences in cog-

nitive stylo (field independence-dependence) and interpersonal orientation (object vs. people) at the preschool level.

The second purpose of this study was to investigate

whether style and/or orientation can predict what information is interesting to a child in a task situation.
Field independence-dependence was used to measure cog-

nitive style.

This measure was chosen because of its high

reliability and validity and its relation to personality
and perceptual learning (Witkin et al., 1962; Witkin and

Goodenough, 1976).

People vs. object orientation was the

second measure of individual differences in children that
was used.

Orientation to the environment has been shown to

be a valid measure of personal differences at the preschool

level that is related to cognitive functioning (Emmerich,
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1964; Jennings, 1973).

Two tasks specially designed for this study were used
to determine the relation of children's style and orienta-

tion to a task situation.

The marble-drop task determined

whether children's cognitive style (field-independence or
-dependence) or orientation (object or people) related to

differences in their attention to and preference for
"socially interesting" or "cognitively interesting" events.
In the marble-drop task the child placed a marble into one
of four holes.

If the child chose the first hole his/her

response was praised (a "socially interesting" event); if
the child chose the second hole a jack appeared instead of

the marble (a "cognitively interesting" event); if the

child chose the third hole a jack appeared and the child
was praised; and lastly if the child chose the fourth hole
the child received the marble but was not given praise.

The puzzle task was designed to create conflict and test

whether children's reaction to conflict is related to their
cognitive style and/or orientation.

Children put a puzzle

together like the one completed by the examiner but the

children's puzzle contained two pieces that did not fit into the context of the picture.

Hypotheses
in the presThe relation between variables predicted

below;
ent study are summarized and discussed
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Field— Dependent Children Are More People~Orlented
Independent Children Are More Qb.ject-Oriented

.

;

Field-

The previ-

ous review of the research literature indicated a relation

between field-dependence and orientation to a social environment.

Fitzgibbons, Goldberger and Eagle (1965) showed

that field-dependent people tend to notice social aspects
of the environment; Jakabovics (1964) found that preschool

youngsters who were more field-dependent tended to be more
social; and Coates (1975) found that field-dependent chil-

dren were more socially-oriented.
While observing the free play behavior of preschoolers, Coates (1975) found that field-independent children

tended to prefer solitary activities such as working on

projects rather than social contact.

This is not too sur-

prising since seeing an embedded figure in a complex design
(a

measure of field-independence) takes concentration and

the ability to focus on details regardless of extraneous

cues.

One would suspect that children who can do well on

the Preschool Embedded Figure Test (PEFT) would prefer the

controlled atmosphere of a solitary environment where the
center of attention is an object.

Witkin and his associ-

ates (1976) have found that field-independent adults are

characterized by having a greater ability to analyze and
structure a phenomenon.

Jennings (1975) also found that

children who play with objects are characterized as having
highly developed concepts about objects.

These

,
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relationships will again be tested in the current study.

Field-Independent Children Will Attend To and Prefer Conflict in the Environment; Ob.lect-Oriented Children Will Attend To and Prefer Conflict in the Environment .

These hy-

potheses predict that children who are more field-independent and object-oriented will respond to the conflict in
the puzzle task more often and choose the conflict hole on
the marble-drop task more often,

Witkin (1962) has charac-

terized field-independent adults as more analytic in nature
and Jennings (1975) has found that object-oriented children

have greater conceptual understanding of objects.

For this

reason one might conclude that field— independent children
and object-oriented children will have a greater awareness
of subtle changes in the physical environment and be at-

tracted to conflict.

There is no direct research to sup-

the
port this contention, thus, the prediction is made on
each
basis of known characteristics that are possessed by

group

Envlro^
Field-Dependent Children Will Prefer Praise In the
Praise In the
ment; People-Oriented Children Will Prefer
children who are
Environment . The hypotheses predict that
be more responsive
field-dependent and people-oriented will
task. Witkin (1962) characto praise in the marble-drop
having their needs and
terized field-dependent adults as
primarily by external
their characteristics defined
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standards and this notion has been supported by
research
done on children. For example, Konstadt and Forman

(1965)

found that field-dependent children (age 9-10 years)
were

significantly affected by approval or disapproval by an examiner when they were completing a task. Field-dependents
did poorly when disparaging remarks were made about their
work.

Also Ruble (1972) found that field-dependent chil-

dren (ages 7-10 years old) did much better on a task when
social cues, like glancing and nodding at the correct

answer were given.
Definition of Terms
Conflict:

The perceived incongruity between what hap-

pens and what one expects to happen.

In Piaget ian learning

theory conflict occurs when an expectation is not met.
This lack of closure causes disequilibrium to occur.

The

disequilibrium is a sense of not knowing or understanding.
Conflict will be induced in both the puzzle task and

marble-drop task in the present study.

In the puzzle task

the child will receive a puzzle piece that can be physical-

ly placed in the puzzle, but which differs from one put in
by the experimenter and which does not fit into the overall

pattern of the picture.

For instance, in one puzzle a

flower pot is substituted for a bucket of sand in a picture
of a girl playing in the sand.

In the marble-drop task the

child will put a marble in a tube and instead of having a
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marble returned to him/her a jack will appear.
sumed that children of the age of

2

It is as-

years and older have

developed the concept of object permanence (Piaget, 1963)
and will be perturbed if the marble they have seen, handled, and put into the conflict hole, does not come out of
its expected exit.

This discrepancy between expectation

and outcome is what is called conflict.
Praise:

Verbal approval with such words as "good,"

'•that's fine" given by the experimenter to the child when

he/she drops the marble into the appropriate hole in the

marble-drop game.
Object-Orientation:

On a continuum of behavior, those

children who more frequently prefer to focus their attention and play on objects rather than people.
People-Orientation:

On a continuum of behavior, those

children who more frequently prefer to focus their attention and play on people rather than objects.

Field-Independence:

The relative ability to success-

fully disembed items from a complex whole as measured by
the Preschool Embedded Figure Test (Coates, 1972).

.

CHAPTER

II

METHODS AND MATERIALS
Sub.jects

The sample Included 12 girls and 12 boys matched for
age and sex.

The mean age of the children at the time of

data collection was

3

years

months (range 2:11 to 4:10).
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The sample was drawn from two teacher training sites

(called here Laboratory Nursery School and University Day

Care Center) situated on the campus of the University of

Massachusetts
The 12 children used in the study from the Laboratory

Nursery School attended school 2i hours per day, three days
a week.

During their time at school they came in contact

with 10 adults.

The mean age of the six girls was 4:0.

The mean age of the six boys was 4:1.

The 12 children used in the study from the Day Care

Center were either in school for

5

mornings a week from

about 8 a.m, to 12 noon or 8 a.m. to

4

p.m.

The number of

adults that the day care children interacted with during a
The mean age for the girls

day ranged between 15 and 19.

used in the study from the Day Care Center was 3:7.

The

mean age for the boys was 3:8.
schools was
The difference in the mean age of the two
at the
significant (t = 2.84, £= .009). The older children
27

)
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Day Care Center were not available to be used in the study
for two reasons.

First, some of the older children were in

another classroom where a free play period was not a part
of their daily routine so they were unavailable for the na-

turalistic component of the study.

Second, several of the

older children had already taken the marble-drop and puzzle
tasks during field testing of the instruments.

When mothers' and fathers' occupations were examined
(see table 2,1) the only salient difference to emerge

Table 2.1:

Occupations
:

Homemaker

Frequency Chart

Blue
Collar

Student

Worker

— Parents'

Clerical&
Service

Occupations

Professional 1
(College
Decree)

Professional 2
(Masters
or Above

Not
Known

Parents:

Fathers
(n=24)

University
Day Care
Center

0

3

0

1

6

1

1

Laboratory
School

0

A

1

2

2

3

0

University
Day Care
Center

0

0

2

2

0

1

7

Laboratory
School

0

2

0

1

0

0

9

Mothers
(n=24)
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between the two schools was the difference in mother's
occupation. At the Laboratory Nursery School nine out of
12
mothers were homemakers.

All mothers of children at the

Day Care Center worked outside the home.

Procedure
To determine the degree to which a child was objector people-oriented each child was observed during free play

sessions in the school day.

The free play period was chos-

en because both objects and people were available and the

child was free to choose his/her activity.

After all ob-

servations had been completed, the child was taken out of
the classroom and asked to go with the examiner to complete

three experimental tasks

— the

marble-drop

task,

the

puzzle task, and the field independence-dependence test.

Naturalistic Observational Tool

Training of the Observers .

Two trained observers, one male

and one female, who were not knowledgeable about the hy-

potheses of this study, collected the data used to determine object vs. people orientation.

Their training includ-

ed sessions of viewing and coding video-tapes of children

playing, and practice in the classroom coding children's
free behavior.

Description of the Observational Tool

*

To determine object-

vs. people-orientation and other information about the
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nature of the child's play activity and social behavior, a

naturalistic observational time-sampling method was used.
This procedure was adapted from Jennings (1973).

Each

child was observed for three 15 minute periods during free

play hours.

These 15 minute observational periods were

broken down further so that 15 seconds was used to observe
the child and 45 seconds to record his/her behavior.

Forty-five 15 second observations were made on each child.
These observations were spaced over three nonconsecutive

days in three 15 minute segments per child.

An observer

recorded the behavior of a child for the 15 minute observation twice, with the remaining third observational segment

recorded by the second observer.

Both observers recorded

children's play behavior at the two schools.
A complete listing of the categories used in the ob-

servation of the child are listed below:
I.

Categories descriptive of the entire 15
unit

2

second time

A.

Focus of play
(People, both, object, other)

B.

Context of play
(Cooperative, associative, parallel, solitary)

C.

Major activity
\
^
4
(Prepare for activity, manipulate object, etc.)

D.

Persons interacted with during
(Adult, female peer(s), male peer(s), group)

.

^Jennings used 20 second observation time.
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II«

Kinds of social behavior
2.

A.

Use of other as a resource
1 •

B.

Dependency
1 .

2.

C.

Requests help when needed
Requests cognitive information

Seeks proximity or contact
Seeks attention

Other
1 .

2.
3.

4.
5.
6.

Offers cognitive information
Expansion of play
Initiates or maintains social contact
Self-assertion
Refuses to comply or declines
Aggression
(Jennings, 1973, p. 27)

Complete definitions for each category and a sample

recording sheet are provided in Appendices
Categories

I

I

and II.

and II above gave different information.

For the categories of focus, context of play, and major ac-

tivity a single rating was made for each 15 seconds the
child was observed.

Thus observers were forced to select

the dominant behavior in each of the three categories if

more than one behavior was seen.

For the category of "per-

sons interacted with during play" one or more ratings could
be made.

The second kind of information that was recorded

gave specific information of the "kinds of social behavior"

observed.

During 15 seconds, zero, one, or more of these

social behaviors may have been observed (see Appendix I).
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^turalistlc Observa tion Tool

.

The variables having the

most relevance to the hypothesis of this study were
the indices of focus and context of play, for it is from
these
indices that the score of ob;ject- vs. people-orientation
was determined (Jennings, 1973).

For each of these indi-

ces, the child’s score was simply the mean rating, i.e.,

the sum of his/her ratings for each time unit, divided by
the number of ratings.

Ratings, following Jennings (1973),

were as follows:
Focus

Context

Object = 1
Both = 2
People = 3
Other = No weight

Solitary = 1
Parallel = 2
Associative
Cooperative

A high score on focus and context indicated greater people

orientation while low scores indicated greater object orientation.

A single combined index of people- vs. object-

orientation was then formed by combining the mean rating
for focus and context.
To determine a child’s score on the second category of

behavior, "kinds of social behavior," a frequency count was
used.

Social behaviors were recorded and then analyzed to

see what social behaviors, if any, would correlate with

field independence-dependence and object- vs. people-

orientation.
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Marble~Drop Task

Deeign of the Task

,

The measure of preference for conflict

or praise was determined by a marble-drop task.

The child

was brought into a room by the experimenter and asked to

play a game.

The experimenter explained to the child that

he/she would be given a marble and allowed to put it into
any of the four holes in the marble-drop box.
sign of the box see Appendix III.)

(For a de-

Before the child was

allowed to choose any hole, he/she was asked to put the
marble into each hole to observe the consequences.

These

forced-choice trials were included to give the child experience with the consequences of dropping a marble in each

hole before starting the free-choice trials.

The apparatus

included four different holes and the consequences of drop-

ping a marble differed for each hole.

In the praise, no

conflict hole, the experimenter provided a brief expression
of praise, e.g., "That's good!" or "Fine!" while the marble

rolled down the chute to be retrieved by the child.

The

child was asked to put the object that came out of the
chute into a nearby container after each trial.

In the no

praise, no conflict hole nothing was said by the experimenter when the marble was dropped into the hole and as it
came out the chute.

In the conflict, no praise hole the

the
marble was changed into a jack as it passed through
Thus, the child retrieved a jack to be placed in
chute.
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the nearby container.

In the praise, conflict hole the ex-

perimenter praised the child and the marble changed into

a

jack.

The arrangement of holes was counterbalanced between

children so that each hole appeared in each position an
equal number of times.

This was done to assure that the

overall findings would not be the spurious result of a

position effect.

The holes were coded pale colors of gray

(no praise, no conflict), brown (no praise, conflict),

black (praise, no conflict), and beige (praise, conflict)
to help the child remember the consequence of dropping a

marble in each hole.

The child was given 40 trials to drop

the marble into any hole he/she preferred.

The child's

choice on each trial was recorded by the experimenter.

Field Testing the Marble-Drop Task

.

The marble-drop task

was field tested using six children attending the Labora-

tory Nursery School but not included in the sample, before

data on the study were collected.

This field testing was

conducted in order to determine whether the task was interesting to children and whether children would vary in their

approach to the task in terms of the choices that they
made.

The field testing experience showed the task to be

of high interest level.

children involved
choice 40 times.
the game again.

It was not difficult to keep the

— dropping

the marble in the hole of their

In some cases the child wanted to play

Also, there seemed to be enough variability
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in the children's choices of the four holes to ensure vari-

ability in children's preferences during data collection.
Rationale of the Task

.

The marble-drop task was designed

to determine the preference of each child for either praise

or conflict.

When a child puts a marble into the hole, we

can assume he/she will have the expectation that a marble

will be returned to him/her down the same chute.

This as-

sumption is based on the notion that children of the age of
2

years and older have firmly developed the concept of ob-

ject permanence (Piaget, 1963) and will be surprised if the

marble they have handled, seen, and put into hole X does
not come out of its expected exit at place Y.

This dis-

crepancy between expectation and outcome is what will be
called "conflict."
The other behavior under investigation is the child's

response to praise.

Will he/she prefer to drop the marble

into the hole v/here the expected outcome will be praise by
the experimenter, or will the child prefer the conflict

hole?

Or will he/she prefer a hole where both or neither

outcome occurs?

In placing the marble in the praise, con-

flict hole the child is praised and also receives a jack.
choice on
It was introduced to ensure that the child's
active
either the praise hole and the conflict hole was an

choice for either praise or conflict.

If a child chose the

was interpraise hole over the praise, conflict hole it
praise and
preted to mean that the child was choosing
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avoiding conflict.

His/her response was seen as an active

choice for praise.

On the other hand if the child chose

the conflict hole over the conflict, praise
hole this was
seen as an active choice for conflict. The no
praise, no

conflict hole was included to determine if some children
might prefer neither praise, nor conflict.
Puzzle Task

Design and Procedure of the Task

.

For the puzzle task the

child was asked to go into a separate room away from the

main play area to do some puzzles with the experimenter.
The three pictures in the puzzle task showed the following:
1)

A boy playing in the sand; 2) A girl building a tower

with blocks;

5) A boy

painting a wall.

The experimenter told the child that she had some puz-

zles that they would take turns doing.

The experimenter

would complete her puzzle first and the child would have

his/her turn to do one like the experimenter's puzzle.

The

experimenter feigned some difficulty in matching the pieces
so the child would not feel uncomfortable about the superi-

or ability of the adult.

After the experimenter was fin-

ished, she talked about the puzzle, e.g., "Oh, here's a boy

playing in the sand.

The sky is very blue."

Then the

child was asked to do as the experimenter did in putting

her puzzle together.

The experimenter's puzzle remained in

full view for the child to see.

However, the child's
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puzzle differed from the experimenter's in two
ways.
Por
example, in one puzzle, a bucket of paint was
substituted
for the bucket of sand and the boy was holding a block

in-

stead of a shovel.

After the puzzle had been completed the

child was asked to talk about the puzzle.
The above procedure occurred twice more with different

puzzles.

In the second puzzle depicting a boy painting the

wall, the child’s puzzle included a hand holding a watering

can and beside the boy there was a bucket of sand.

In the

last puzzle of a girl building a tower of blocks, the

child's puzzle contained the girl's hand holding a shovel
and beside her a flower pot.
Thus the child's puzzles were constructed with incon-

gruous pieces to see whether this incongruity would elicit
surprise, concern, delight or confusion in the child.

The

entire puzzle session was tape recorded, so the verbal re-

sponses of the child to the puzzles could later be scored.

Scoring and Measuring Reliability on the Task

.

There were

two types of measures of the child's recognition of the in-

congruous pieces in his/her puzzle.

The first measure of

conflict was the nonverbal behavior of the child.

She/he

may begin to put the piece in, hesitate, take it out, look

over at the experimenter's puzzle, begin to look for an-

other piece instead, etc.

Any or all of these nonverbal

responses to the piece that didn't fit into the context of
the puzzle constituted a score of either one or two

.
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depending on the strength of the response.

If the child

failed to show some nonverbal evidence of recognition of
the incongruity the nonverbal score for that particular
,

puzzle was zero.
The other type of response was verbal.

Any response

from the child that indicated disbelief, e.g., "That piece
doesn*t go there!,'* or surprise, e.g., "Gosh,

I

thought

she*d have a bucket of blocks beside her!," or confusion,
e.g.,

"Why is the boy playing with sand?," was recorded on

tape and later analyzed.

response were:

The possible scores for verbal

0 - no response;

1

- mild response;

2 -

strong

response
Two trained scorers listened separately to the tapes.

They transcribed the tapes and scored each verbal response
for each puzzle either 0, 1, or 2.

Comparison of the scor-

ers' results showed that out of a possible 72 responses (24

children x
times.

3

puzzles), the scorers were in agreement 67

For the five cases where there was disagreement

they listened to the tape together and discussed their in-

terpretation until they agreed upon a score.
In the case of the nonverbal score inter-rater relia-

bility could not be established because the session with
the child was not videotaped and it was not possible to em-

ploy a second observer to watch while the task was being
done.

The nonverbal response proved to be a less sensitive

measure of attention to conflict, because it was observed
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only 13 times out of a possible 72 times.

In contrast the

verbal response was observed 35 times out of 72.
Field

Testin,-7

the Task

.

The puzzle task was field tested on

5

neighborhood

children and four children from the University Day Care
Center before it was used in the study.

From this pilot

testing with children ranging in age from

3 to 5

years, it

was found that some youngsters had difficulty putting the

whole puzzle together.
pieces.

The puzzle originally contained ten

Since the objective in doing the task with the

child was not to measure the degree of skill the child had
in putting puzzles together but rather to see if there was
a reaction from the child when he/she worked with the in-

congruous piece, it was decided to place five of the pieces
into the puzzle base, leaving the child with only five

This change in the degree of difficulty

pieces to put in.

seemed to simplify the task for those children who were not
adept at putting puzzles together.
Field Independence-Dependence Test

Design of the Task

.

To measure field independence-

dependence the Preschool Embedded Figure Test developed by
Coates (1972) was given to all of the children involved in
the study.

The test consists of 24 line pictures with a

triangular shape hidden in each one.

The child's task was
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to find the triangle.

After a practice session the child

was given 30 seconds to find and then trace the triangle

within the complex figure.

If at first the child could

not find the figure or if he/she made a mistake, he/she was

given another turn until the time was up.
Scoring of the Task

.

The child was allowed 30 seconds to

find the triangle and trace it with his/her finger.

One

point was given for each item correctly traced within thirty seconds.

The total score was the sum of these points.

CHAPTER

III

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Reliability of Observational Variables

Object- vs. people-orientation was assessed by two observers recording children’s interactions during their

free-play period.

Each observer recorded interactions for

each child either one or two of the total of three 15 minute observations conducted on each child.

The degree of

observer reliability was assessed before formal recordings
were taken on the children and then rechecked halfway

through the recording procedure.

To determine reliability

scores, two observers simultaneously observed a child and

recorded his/her behavior for a single 15 minute period.

Reliabilities were obtained this way for two different
children.

Halfway through this recording procedure, relia-

bility was rechecked on two more children in the same manner (see Table

3

.

1

)*

For the categories listed on the observation sheet
(see Appendix II)

—major

activity, focus of play and con-

text of play, a single rating was coded for each time unit.

categories
The percentage agreement for these forced-choice

was computed as follows:
.

Percent Agreement =

Number of agreed ratings
jj'umber of
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time uni'is
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Table 3.1

Reliabilities Reached By Two Observers On Four
Simultaneous Observations

Percentage Agreement for the First Observation
Major Activity
87 %
Focus of Play
87 %
Context of Play
80%
Persons Interacted With 100%
Kinds of Social Behavior 4454

Percentage Agreement for the Second Observation
Major Activity
Focus of Play
Context of Play
Persons Interacted With
Kinds of Social Behavior

80%
87 %
87 %
75 %

0%

Percentage Agreement, First Check Halfway Through Gathering
Data
100%
Major Activity
100%
Focus of Play
Context of Play
80%
Persons Interacted With
67%
Kinds of Social Behavior 40%

Percentage Agreement, Second Check Halfway Through
Gathering Data
80%
Major Activity
60%
Focus of Play
93%
Context of Play
Persons Interacted With 100%
0%
Kinds of Social Behavior
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The percentage agreement for the remaining two
other cate-

gories— persons interacted with and kinds

of social behav-

ior (not forced-choice) was computed by this formula:

Percent Agreement =

x the number of agreements
total judgments recorded

2

Reliabilities for major activity and context of play

never fell below 80^.

In the case of focus of play, how-

ever, the second retest yielded only 60^ reliability, as a

consequence the observers were retrained using videotypes
and observing in the nursery school until reliability

gained a 90% level of agreement.

Reliability for the cate-

gory of persons interacted with ranged from 67-100%.

Fi-

nally, reliabilities were much lower for kinds of social

behavior.

Low reliability was obtained for this category

because the behaviors occurred quite infrequently and it
was difficult to train the observers in these measures.

Although high agreement was obtained during the training
sessions using the videotape, especially on the "aggression" subcategory, during the naturalistic reliability ses-

sions there were few occurrences of the subcategories of
the behavior included under "kinds of social behavior" and

low reliability resulted.

(It is interesting to note that

Jennings too had much lower reliability in these subcate—
gories, see Jennings, 1973, p. 46).

Because of the low reliability for kinds of social be-

havior interpretations of data from these subcategories
must be taken very cautiously.

However, the findings for
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this category are reported below because a number of sigi^iiicant results emerged concerning the "aggression" sub-

category

— the

most frequently occurring and intuitively

most reliable of the subcategories of behavior included under kinds of social behaviors.

Testing of Hypothesis

1

To test the hypothesis that field-dependent children

are more people-oriented while field-independent children
are more object-oriented, the sample of 24 children were

given Coates’ (1975) Preschool Embedded Figure Test (PEFT)
to determine the degree of field-independence for each

child.

They were also observed in free play behavior in

their classrooms to determine people- vs. objectorientation.

These scores were then correlated.

Before

correlations between the PEFT and naturalistic observational measures are reported information on mean scores and

sample means are reported.

Mean Scores on People vs. Object Orientation .

The mean

score for the total sample on object- vs. people-

orientation was 37*8

(see table 3»2).

However, using a

point biserial correlation, the University Day Care Center

children were found to be significantly more peopleoriented than children in the Laboratory Nursery School
(x = 40.9 and x = 34.6, respectively;

r = .66,

45
"Z

£=

.001).

There were no significant differences in sex on

this measure.
Table 3.2

Means for Obnect- ys. People-Orientation and Field
Independence-Dependence and Correlations
""between Obieci- vs. People-Orientation
and Field Independence-Dependence

Object- vs. People-Orientation
Sample (n = 24)
University Day Care Center (n = 12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n = 12)
Girls (n = 12)
Boys (n = 12)
Field Independence-Dependence

Sample (n = 24)
University Day Care Center (n=12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n = 12)
Girls (n = 12)
Boys (n=12)

Correlations between Object- vs.
People-Orientation and Field
Independence-Dependence
Sample (n = 24)
University Day Care Center (n = 12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n = 12)
Girls (n = 12)
Boys (n = 12)
Note:

X

SD

37.8
40.9
34.6
37.7
37.8

4.9
2.5
4.6
4.9
5.0

X

SD

15.5
13.5
17.4
16.7
14.3

5.2

£

.j4

5.1

4.6
6.4
3.4

£
.28
.38
.45
.02
.09

All tests of significance are two-tailed

Performance on the PEFT

.

The mean scores and standard de

girls and boys on
viation for the total sample, schools,

will be based on two
^All significance levels reported
tailed tests.
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the PEFT is also shovm in table 3.2.

The Laboratory Nurs-

ery School children were more field-independent than
the

University Day Care Center children (Lab School, x *
17.4,
Day Care Center, x = 13.5), and a point biserial correlation
indicated these differences were significant (r = -.39,

£

=

Girls tended to be slightly more field-

.06),

independent than boys (girls, x = 16.7, boys, x = 14
there was less variability in the boys’ scores.

.

3

)

and

The stan-

dard deviation of the boys' scores was only 3.4 while the

standard deviation of the girls' scores was 6.4.

The range

of scores for the girls was 3-23, and for boys, 10-21.

The

difference between girls and boys on the PEFT was not significant, however, according to the point biserial correlation.

Correlations between People- vs. Ob.ject-Orientation and
Field Independence-Dependence .

As a result of the subgroup

differences on both the measure of field independencedependence and ob;)ect- vs. people-orientation tests of hy-

pothesis

1

were carried out for each sex and school sub-

group as well as the total sample.
Data

.

For the total sample there was no significant rela-

tionship between field independence-dependence as measured
by the PEFT and orientation (r = -.23, £ = .H).

However,

examination of the data revealed that girls who were determined to be more field-dependent were found to be more
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people-oriented (r

= -.65,

2 =.02).

Boys who were determined

to be field-dependent were not found to be more people-ori-

ented, in fact the direction of the relationship was opposite that predicted (r=.51, £=.09).

Although this latter

correlation was not significant, it is interesting to note
that field-dependent boys tended to be more object-oriented,

contrary to the hypothesis.

There were no significant cor-

relations when the two schools were tested separately.

Discussion .

Coates (1975) found that children who were

more field-dependent tended to prefer the company of others
and that field-independent children spent more time in sol-

itary activities.

The present study found a relationship

between object-orientation and field-independence and

social-orientation and field-dependence only for girls.
The failure to find a correlation between field inde-

pendence-dependence and orientation in accord with Coates
and the expectation of this study may be partly due to the

lack of variability on the boys' scores on the Preschool

Embedded Figure Test.

The lack of variability for the boys

on the PEFT made it more difficult to obtain a statistically significant correlation with the measure of object-

versus people-orientation.
Coates (1974) found that girls between the ages of
five and six years old tended to be more field-independent
not menthan boys the same age. Coates in her study did
test to the
tion the sex of the experimenter who gave the

48

children.
male.

In the present study the PEPT was given by a fe-

It is possible the boys might have done a better job

on the test if they had been tested by a male.

Another reason for the discrepancy between Coates’ results and this study may be the different methods each
study used to assess people- vs. object-orientation.

Chil-

dren in her study spent time in a nursery school where they
had a choice of playing in

5

These activities were:

playing in the doll corner;

2)

1)

different activity areas.

playing formal games; 3) playing with others in the

block corner; 4) playing alone at the task table;
ing alone with the blocks.

5)

play-

Teachers who had spent the year

with the children were asked to rank each child for each

activity in order of the amount of time the child had spent
in the course of the year.

Activities 4-5 were considered to

to be social in nature.

be solitary in nature.

Activities 1-3 were considered

The present study used a more spe-

cific measure of children's play behavior

time-sampling method.

—a

naturalistic

This method may pick up more nuances

of social behavior and attention to objects or it may not

have sampled sufficient amounts of behavior to provide a
stable measure of object- vs. people-orientation.
is not clear from Coates'

Also, it

study that the teachers were not

privy to the hypothesis under investigation.

Unconsciously

predicted
they might have scored the children in the manner
by the study.
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Testing of Hypothesis

2

Field-Independent Children Will Attend to and Prefer Conflict in the Environment; Object-Oriented Children Will Attend to and Prefer Conflict in the Environment .

As noted

in the testing of hypothesis one, field-independence and

object-orientation were not highly correlated.

Thus, the

relation between field— independence and sensitivity to conflict and object-orientation and sensitivity to conflict
had to be tested separately.

The degree of object-

orientation was determined by the naturalistic observational instrument.

The degree of field independence-dependence

by the Preschool Embedded Figure Test (PEFT).

The scores

for each of these measures were correlated with the score
of each child on the puzzle task.

It was predicted that

the more field-independent and object-oriented child would

remark more often on the incongruity in the puzzle task.
Before describing correlations for hypothesis 2, levels of

performance on the marble-drop and puzzle tasks will be reported

.

Performance on the Marble— Drop Task .

The mean number of

marbles placed in each hole and the standard deviation for
the total sample, for girls and boys separately, and for

the two schools are shown in table 3.3.

For the total

sample the praise, conflict hole was most preferred, fol-

lowed by the conflict; praise; and no praise, no conflict

,
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holes (see table 5.3).

The girls preferred the no praise,

Table 3.3

Means on the Holes of the Marble-Drop Task

Sample
(n=24)

J
Praise

University
Day Care
Center

Laboratory
Nursery
School

Girls

Boys

(n=12)

(n=12)

(n=12)

(n=12)

1

I

1

J

SD

SD

9.7 5.4

9.6 7.0

10.9 7.8

12.8 9.4

7.9 3.5

Praise
conflict 11.4 8.2

SD

SD

SD

8.0 6.4

9.8 3.5

11.3 3.8

5.5

8.5 3.3

7.8 4.0

8.0 3.2

9.6 2.9

6.2 3.4

9.0 6.4

13.0 7.8

10.4 3.9

11.6 9.7

21.1 7.8

19.4 8.4

22.8 7.1

21 .8 3.6

20.4

Total con22.3 7.7
flict

22.6 9.8

22.1

5.3

18.9 5.9

25.8 8.0

Conflict
No praise,
no conflict

Total
praise

9.1

no conflict hole more than the boys*

13.3

10.1

10.7

Using a point biseri—

al correlation this preference by the girls of the no
= -.49,
praise, no conflict hole was significant (r

^

=

,01

) .

The boys tended to choose the conflict hole more

= 8.5.
than the girls, i.e., boys, Y = 13.3, girls, Y

The

the boys,
girls tended to choose the praise hole more than
differences
girls, Y = 11.3, boys, Y = 8.0. These

i.e,,

were not significant.

The children at the University Day

more than the children
Care Center chose the conflict hole
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at the Laboratory Nursery School (X = 12.8 and 1 =
9.1, re-

spectively), while the Laboratory Nursery School children
were more likely to choose the praise, conflict hole more

than the University Day Care Center children (I = 13.0 and

^

= 9.0, respectively).

Again, however, there were no sig-

nificant differences in the two schools on the marble-drop
task.
The marble-drop task was used to determine the child's

preference for praise or conflict.

For the task to be val-

id there would have to be variation between children on the

response that they found interesting.

Overall there did

not seem to be one predominating preference for a specific

hole even though some holes were slightly more appealing on
the average than others.

For instance, the praise, con-

flict hole was chosen 28^ of the time; the conflict hole
27^ of the time; the praise hole 24% of the time; and the
no praise, no conflict hole 19% of the time.

It is inter-

esting to note that the no praise, no conflict hole had the
least appeal for the children.

One would expect this to be

the case since neither praise nor conflict was given if the

child chose this hole.
The marble— drop task contained a praise, conflict hole

which was included in the game to give the children a clear
their
choice of praise alone or conflict alone rather than
Task).
combination (see Methods and Materials, Rationale of
examining the choices children made on the marble-drop,
In
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two new variables were created for analysis.

These two new

variables were made by adding the praise, conflict score to
first the praise hole and then to the conflict hole. This
created a total praise score equaling the praise hole and
the praise, conflict hole; and a total conflict score equaling the conflict hole and the praise, conflict hole.

This

was done in an effort to explore whether significant cor-

relations would emerge if any choice for the praise, conflict hole was counted as contributing to a choice for

either praise or conflict.

Performance on the Puzzle Task

.

The highest score that

could be received on the puzzle task was 12 (six points for
the nonverbal response and six points for the verbal re-

sponse).

Scores ranged from zero to eight but the majority

of children received a score of either zero (n = 4), one
(n = 4),

or two (n = 5).

Thus scores were not very high

and most children scored low.
The mean scores on the puzzle task for the total sam-

ple, boys and girls separately, and the subjects from the

two schools is shown in table 3.4.

Boys made more responses

to the incongruous piece than girls (boys, X = 3.5» girls,

Y

= 2.5),

but this difference was not significant.

The Uni-

versity Day Care Center children were more responsive to
Labthe incongruity in the puzzle than the children at the
3.b),
oratory Nursery school (Lab School 2.4, Day Center

however this difference also was not significant.
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Table 3.4

^ans
:^be

for the Puzzle Task and Correlationa bet ween
Puzzle Task and Ob.lect-- vs. People-brlentatlon
and .b'leid Independence-Dependence

Puzzle Task (Conflict);

Number of Verbal and Nonverbal
Responses

1
Sample (n=24)
University Day Care Center (n=12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12)
Girls (n=12)
Boys (n=12)

SD

3.0

2.6

3.6

3.0

2.4

2.1

2.5

2.6

3.5

2.6

Correlation between the Puzzle Task and People- vs. ObjectOrientation
r

£

Sample (n=24)
University Day Care Center (n=12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12)
Girls (n=12)

-.04

.86

-.14

.67

-.42

.18

.06

.86

Boys (n=12)

-.14

.66

Correlations between the Puzzle Task and Field Independence
Dependence
r

£

Sample (n=24)
University Day Care Center (n=12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12)

-.09

•

-.07

.82

-.14

.67

Girls (n=12)

-.08

.80

.01

.99

Boys (n=12)

66
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Verbal responses of the subjects clearly indicated
when incongruity was recognized.
cluded

Such verbal responses in-

:

"Sand in the bucket?" (instead of paint)

"Lookit!" (giggles)
"Looks like she's putting
sand on her tower." (instead of having a block in
her hand)

"What's this!" (surprised to find a flower pot
instead of a bucket of blocks)
"Lookit!
That's silly!" (referring to a bucket
of water in the boy's hand)

Although the nonverbal responses were not as plentiful, examples were also not difficult to observe.

One boy picked

up the incongruous piece, wrinkled his brow in confusion,

then looked at the experimenter's puzzle and back to his
piece again.

Another child started to take the "correct"

piece out of the experimenter's puzzle when he saw the "in-

correct" piece that was part of his puzzle.

From the intensity and clarity of the responses of the

children to the incongruous piece it appeared that these

children were affected by the switch in pieces.

What re-

mains unclear is the reason some children did not respond.
Was it because they did not notice or were there situational factors that inhibited them?

One thing that suggests

that situational factors may have contributed to the

child's tendency to display a reaction to the incongruous
the puzzle
piece was a subsequent finding that scores on
adults the child
task were correlated with the number of
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interacted with during the free play period (r

£

= .05).

=

.40,

Perhaps children who showed recognition of the

incongruous piece did so because they were more at ease
with an adult.

Correlations between Field-Independence and Sensitivity to
Conflict and Ob.iect-Orientation and Sensitivity to Conflict.
Data

.

The results for the total sample failed to pro-

vide any evidence that either field-independent or object-

oriented children were more likely to prefer the conflict
hole in the marble-drop task or note incongruity in the

puzzle task (see Table 3.5).

Correlations for the total

sample between performance on the PEPT and preference for
the praise, conflict and total conflict holes and object

orientation and preference for the same holes were uniformly and consistently nonsignificant (see Table 3.5).

However, examination of the correlations for several
of the subgroups revealed a more interesting pattern of

findings.

For example, for the 12 children in the Labora-

tory Nursery School sample a relationship between preferand obence for the conflict hole on the marble-drop task

ject-orientation emerged.

Although the results fell just

in the
short of significance at the .05 level they were

predicted direction (r = .53, £ = .08).

That is, the ob-

conflict hole
ject-oriented children tended to choose the
than the peopleon the marble-drop task more frequently

Nursery School.
oriented children in the Laboratory

)
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Table 3.5

Correlations between the Marble-Drop Task and Test Scores
Test Scores

Holes on the Marble-Drop Task
1

PEPT

Object- vs.
PeopleOrientation

Conflict

.

-.06
Sample (n=24)
.46
Girls (n=12)
-.25
Boys (n=12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12) -.27
.19
University Day Care Center (n=12)

-.29
-.63**

Sample (n=24)
Girls (n=12)

-.26
Boys (n»12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12) -.09
University Day Care Center (n=12) -.43

.19

-.23

.35

.07

.08

-.53*

.21

.05

.11

-.09

-.19

.25

-.05

-.28

-.20

-.44

.19

.19

-.33

.18

-.32

.51*

-.10

No Praise, No Conflict

3.

.04

Sample (n=24)

-.51*

Girls (n=12)

-.03

-.40

.22

-.20

.40

-.39

.23

-.07

.10

.61**

-.45

-.16

.23

.05

.18

.04

.37

.09

.29

-.40

.31

.31
Boys (n=12)
.32
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12)
University Day Care Center (n=12) -.33

4.

Praise, Conflict

Sample (n=24)

Girls (n=12)
Boys (n=12)
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12)
University Day Care Center (n=12)
Note;
<,

.00

Praise

2.

*£

Puzzle
Task

two-tailed
All tests of significance are

.10,

**£

< .05

(cont

.

.
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Table 3.5 (cont.)

Holes on the Marble— Drop Task
5.

PEFT

Object- vs.
PeopleOrientation

Puzzle
Task

Total Praise = (Praise +
Praise, Conflict)

Sample (n=24)
Girls (n=12)
Boys (n=12)

.05

-.13

-.01

-.23
-.12

.08

Laboratory Nursery School (n=12) -.00
University Day Care Center (n=12) -.06
Total Conflict = (Conflict + Praise, Conflict)
Sample (n=24)
Girls (n=12)

-.03
-.22
.06

.18

-.00

-.25

.04

.19

-.07

.30

,66**

-.43

.09

.15

.35

-.00

.09

-.30

.38

6.

Boys (n=12)
-.01
Laboratory Nursery School (n=12) -.22
University Day Care Center (n=12)
.44
Note:

All tests of significance are two- tailed

**p <'.05

However, when the total conflict variable was used (total

conflict = praise, conflict + conflict) the correlation

dropped to a nonsignificant score (r = -.01, 2 = .99).
For the girls in the two schools (n = 12) field-

independence correlated with several responses on the

marble-drop task (see Table 3.5).

Girls who were more

field-independent chose the praise, conflict hole

2

= .02) and total conflict hole

frequently.

(r =

.66,

2

”

(r = +.61,

.02) more

There was, however, no significant correlation

)
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"between field-independence and the conflict hole on the

marble-drop, for girls.

Discussion

.

Of the total population used in this

study 12 were at the Laboratory Nursery School and 12 were
at the University Day Care Center.

Some evidence was ob-

tained indicating that Laboratory School children made

choices on the marble-drop task in a manner predicted by
the study.

However, no significant correlations were ob-

tained for children at the University Day Care Center.

As

noted earlier the two schools were significantly different
on measures of object- vs. people-orientation.

The Uni-

versity Day Care Center’s children were more sociallyoriented than the Laboratory School children.

The prepon-

derance of people-oriented children at the University Day
Care Center and the lack of variability in their scores may

have made it more difficult to obtain a significant corre-

lation between conflict and object-orientation at that setting.

It may be hypothesized that the setting of the Lab-

oratory School was more object-oriented creating a heightened awareness for seeking out conflict in the environment
by those children who were more object-oriented.

(For a

more detailed discussion on the difference of the two

schools see Additional Results, Comparison of the Two

Schools

.

task
The results for the girls on the marble-drop

showed a positive correlation between field-independence

.
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and the choice of the praise, conflict and
total conflict
holes.
It seems from the significance of these correlations the girls who were more field-independent sought

out

the holes on the marble-drop task where both praise and

conflict were given.

The field-independent girls also

seemed to avoid the condition in the game where there was

neither praise nor conflict given

(r = -.51,

2

- •03)*

Perhaps the girls who were more field-independent liked the

complexity of both conflict and praise being given at the
same time, just as they found little difficulty in inter-

preting the complexity of the Preschool Embedded Figure
Test

Testing of Hypothesis

3

Field-Dependent Children Are More Sensitive to Praise.

People-Oriented Children Are More Sensitive to Praise.
Children determined to be more people-oriented by their
score on the naturalistic observational instrument were

predicted to be more likely to choose the hole in the mar-

ble-drop task which was accompanied by praise.

Children

determined to be more field-dependent as determined by the
PEFT were predicted to choose the praise hole as well.
Data .

The correlation for the total sample between

field-dependence and praise was not significant (see Table
3.5).

There was also no significant relationship between

praise and people-orientation (see Table 3.5).

The sample
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of girls in the study revealed no significant relation
be-

tween people-orientation and praise on the marble-drop
task.

There was, however, a significant relation between

the test for field-dependence and praise on the marble-drop

task for girls.

The correlation was in the direction pre-

dicted (r = -.63, £ =

.

03 )

The correlation was no longer

•

significant, however, when the total praise variable was
used (r = -.01, £ = .97)*

The subgroups of schools yielded

no significant correlations.

Discussion .

Although the hypothesis that field-

dependent children would be more people-oriented was not

confirmed in this study for the total sample it was confirmed for the girls as previously reported.

Girls who

were field-dependent chose praise more often on the marble-

drop task.

It is not clear why only part of the predicted

relationship between field-dependence, orientation and
preference on a task emerged.

The study found a signifi-

cant correlation between field-dependence and people-

orientation for girls on the one hand and also found a significant correlation between field-dependence and praise on
the marble-drop task for girls on the other hand and yet a

significant relationship between people-orientation and
praise failed to emerge (r = .30, £ = .44).
ical study is needed.

Further empir-

.

.
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Additional Results
There were additional significant relations between
test scores, sex, age, school and social variables recorded
on the naturalistic observation that had no direct bearing
on the major hypotheses of this study.

Although these re-

lationships were not predicted by the study they are interesting for further understanding the developing child.

The

following correlations using social variables, i.e., aggression,

seeks proximity and social contact, must be taken cau-

tiously because of the low reliability achieved on these
measure

Aggression
Data

Aggression was a variable that seemed to be

.

significantly correlated with a number of test scores.

Ag-

gression was linked with more responses on the puzzle task
(r = .36,

£

= .09) and more choice of the conflict hole on

the marble-drop task (r = .55» £ = ,005).

In fact when the

total conflict measure was used the correlation remained

significant (r = .57, £ = .003).

(See table 3.6 for addi-

tional results on the aggression measure.)

Aggression was

also negatively correlated with choice of the praise hole
in the marble-drop task (r = -.57, p. = .004), total praise
(r = -.38,

£

=

.006), and the no praise, no conflict hole

(r = -. 36

£

=

.08)

,

Girls who were more aggressive tended to be more
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people-oriented (r = .65, £ = .02). On the other hand the
correlation for boys was not significant (r = .11,
£ = .74).
Boys who were aggressive, however, tended to choose the
conflict hole (r = .61, £ =
(£ ^ .64,

£

=

.

.

04

)

and total conflict hole

03 ) more often, and the praise hole less

often (r = -.66, £ = .02).

For girls, aggression was not

related to choice of any holes on the marble-drop task.
Table 3.6 summarizes correlations between girls and boys on

measures of aggression and social and task behavior.
Table 3.6

Correlations between the Praise and Conflict Holes
on the Marbie-!Drop Task and Social and Task
Behavior lor Girls and Boys
Rawscore
(Naturalistic
Observation)

PEFT

Puzzle
Task

-.63**

-.05

-.16

Aggression

GIRLS
Praise

.25

Conflict

-.23

.46

-.35

.11

Total Praise

-.23

-.01

-.22

.10

Total Conflict

-.43

.09

.23

.66***

BOYS
Praise

Conflict
Total Praise
Total Conflict
Note:

*£<• 10

-.28

-.26

-.20

.07

-.25

.08

-.12

.08

.06

.15

-.01

.35

All tests of significance are two-tailed.
,

•*£ <.05, ***J <.01

.66***
.61**

-.49
.64**
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Discussion,

The PEPT measuring field-independence and

the measure of object- vs. people-orientation may not
tap
the characteristic which is associated with awareness of

and preference for conflict in the physical environment.
In fact aggression seemed to be more closely connected with

that behavior, especially for boys.

The profile of the boy

who is aggressive with others and curious on the puzzle and

marble drop tasks is that of an active, alert child who may
show negative behavior.

This same child may more readily

notice and respond to incongruity in a puzzle and be fascinated by a marble changing into a jack.

Looking at individual children in the study supports
this notion.

One boy in the study 4 years of age was fas-

cinated by the marble game and chose the conflict hole 36
times out of a possible 40 times.

He also tried to come

around to the back to discover how the marble changed to
the jack for he surmised it must be something the experi-

menter was doing on the other side of the box.

His score

on aggression was the highest of all his classmates with

only one other boy getting as hign a score.

This second

boy found the praise, conflict hole fascinating, choosing
it a total of 32 times out of a possible 40.

Even though

it was the praise, conflict hole that was chosen, the exam-

iner felt the child was primarily fascinated with the marble changing into a jack.

After the game was over, he too

praise,
came around to the back and then began to fill the
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conflict hole with marbles.

Expecting a jack he ran around

to the front side and looked quizzically at an empty
con-

tainer on his side.

He said to the experimenter,

"I

guess

(jacks) don't want to come out."

On the puzzle task both these children noticed the in-

congruity in the puzzle and commented on it.

One boy

scored fifth highest on the puzzle task, while the other

child's score was second highest.

Aggression seemed to be part of a different pattern of

behavior for girls and boys.

Aggressiveness in girls was

associated with the desire to be near people whereas more
aggressive boys were found to be more interested in the
conflict produced by the marble-drop and they were not in-

terested in praise.

The variable of aggression in girls

was associated with social behavior, in boys it was associ-

ated with an interest in a physical phenomenon.

Comparison of the Two Schools
Data .

Scores on measures of aggression, people orien-

tation, and proximity revealed significant differences when
the two schools were compared.

The children at the Uni-

versity Day Care Center were more aggressive (r = .58,

£

= .002), people-oriented

(r =

.66,

£

= .001) and sought

proximity more often (r = .50, £ = .01) than children in
the Laboratory School.

was
The difference in the mean age of the two schools

significant.

Children in the Laboratory School were older
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than children in the Day Care Center (See
description of
sample in methods section).
The difference on measures of

aggression, people-orientation and proximity seeking behavior could have been due to immaturity.
To control for the

effects of age, a partial correlation was carried on these

various measures.

However, the children at the Day Care

Center remained significantly more aggressive (r = .58,

£

=

,004), people-oriented (r = .63, £ = .001), and proxim-

ity seeking (r = .56,
£ = .005).

Discussion

.

The fact that the University Day Care

Center children were significantly more people-oriented,

aggressive and proximity seeking suggests that either the

children or the setting of the two schools differed
nificantly.

sig-

When parental occupations were examined (see

frequency table 2.1) the only salient difference in family

background to emerge was the difference in mother’s occupation.

At the Laboratory Nursery School nine out of 12

mothers were homemakers.

All mothers of children at the

Day Care Center worked outside the home.

Prom my observation and knowledge of the two settings
I

would speculate that the Day Care Center is a more

people-oriented environment and that the Laboratory Nursery
School tends to be a more object-oriented environment.
There are several reasons which lead to this conclusion.
The children at the Day Care Center were at the Center one

half to one whole day, five days a week.

The number of
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adults with whom these children interacted during a day
ranged between 15 for the morning session and 19 for the
whole day.

The semester this study was being done the

staff also rotated shifts mornings and afternoons, increasing the number of adults with which the child came in contact,

As a result of the sheer number of people the child

encountered in a day at the Day Care Center,

I

would pre-

dict a child would tend to direct his/her energies to peer
and adult relationships.

In this setting the child had to

learn to relate to many people.
In contrast to the Day Care Center the children at the

Laboratory Nursery School attended the program only three
days a week for

hours a day.

During their time at the

school they came in contact with 12 adults, a number similar to the Day Care Center, but during the remainder of the

day they were likely to be with their mothers since most of
the mothers at the Laboratory School were homemakers (see

table 2.1).

As a result the children at the Laboratory

Nursery School might have developed more interest in the
objects at the school since the number of people in their
daily life was not as large as the number of people the Day
Care Center children learned to interact with.

Praise. Conflict Hole and Social Interaction
Data.

The praise, conflict hole correlated signifi-

negatively
cantly with social contact (r = ,42, £=.04), and

with seeks proximity (r = -.41, £ = *05) (see table 3.7).
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Table 3.7

Correlations between Kinds of Social Behaviors
and Test Scores, Age^ Sex and SchooTs

Pearson Product Moment Correlations
Aggression

Test Scores

Puzzle Task

Seeks
Proximity

Social
Contact

.36*

.04

.15

.30

.58***

.23

People- vs. Object-

Orientation
Marble-Drop Task
Conflict
Praise
No Conflict, No Praise
Praise, Conflict
Total Praise
Total Conflict

.

55***

-.57***
-.36*

.42**

-.05

-.13
-.43**

-.41**

-.08
.42**

-.38*
.57***

-.46**

.14

-.01

.31

PEFT

-.19

-.22

.03

Age

-.18

.04

.01

.07

•

o

VJ1

Point Biserial Correlations

Aggression
.32

Sex^

School

2
,

58***

Seeks
Proximity

Social
Contact

.08

.00

.50**

•

o 00

^Positive correlations would indicate greater aggression in
boys.

^Positive correlations indicate greater aggression and
proximity seeking behavior at the Day Care Center.
Note:

*£<. 10

All tests of significance are two-tailed.
,

**£ <. 05

,

***£<

.01
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Discussion

.

The praise, conflict hole correlated pos-

itively with a measure of social maturity, i.e., social
contact, and negatively with a measure of social immaturity,

i.e., seeks proximity.

The maturer child, one who ini-

tiates social contact in a socially approved manner, was
the child that chose the praise, conflict hole more fre-

quently.

Perhaps this child knew that he/she could be re-

warded with praise and conflict by choosing the praise,
conflict hole.

On the other hand the socially immature

child who seeks proximity by merely becoming physically
close to another child or adult did not choose the praise,

conflict hole.

CHAPTER

IV

CONCLUSIONS

Summary of Predicted Relationships and Results
Two issues were raised in the introduction to the

study which were inconclusively answered by the results of

this research.

The first issue was whether there is a re-

lationship between cognitive style and preschool children's

preferred orientation to their environment.

And secondly

can this orientation and style predict children's preference for conflict or praise in a task situation?

Previous literature has linked a measure of cognitive
style, i.e., field independence-dependence, to several

social behaviors (Witkin, 1976).

For example Coates (1975)

found that field-independent children prefer "solitary" ac-

tivities and field-dependent children prefer "social" activities.

Building on the association between children's

style and preferred activities. Ruble (1972) and Konstadt &

Forman (1965) found that field-dependent children are sensitive to social cues and disapproving remarks given during
a testing situation.

Little research has been done linking

children's orientation and cognitive style to preference
for conflict or praise on a task.

This study has looked at

both object- and people-oriented children and field inde-

pendent-dependent children and their preference for
69
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either praise or conflict in a task.
The study supports in a limited way previous work con-

necting orientation and field independence-dependence.

The

present study found a relation between field independence-

dependence and orientation only for girls.

Oirls who were

more field-dependent were also found to be more peopleoriented.

Contrary to the predictions and Coates’ results,

the boys who were found to be more field-independent tended
to be more people-oriented.

Although the correlation was

not significant at the .05 level, this observed relation
is,

in fact, in the opposite direction of that predicted.

Coates used a different measure of orientation than
the one used here.

The measure of orientation, either

’’solitary" or "social" was determined by a teacher ques-

tionnaire of the children’s preferred activity.

Our study

used a time-sampling method where the children were ob-

served closely for three, 15 minute periods during their
free play time.

The method used in this study was,

lieve, more sensitive to children’s behavior.

I

be-

Possibly the

teachers used in Coates’ study may not have noticed the
more social aspects of boys’ play in areas like the block
play corner or task table and may have overlooked social

interactions occurring there.
beThe failure to achieve a significant correlation
in actween field independence-dependence and orientation
also be due in
cord with the expectations of this study may
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part to the lack of variability of the boys’ scores on the

Preschool Embedded Figure Test (PEFT).

The small range of

scores made it more difficult to obtain a correlation of

significance with a measure of object versus people orientation*

Perhaps the fact that the experimenter was a fe-

male may have inhibited the boys’ performance.

Coates in

her study did not mention the sex of the experimenter that
gave the PEFT to the subjects.

Boys might have persevered

and therefore done a better job on the test if they had

been tested by a male.

What remains unclear in the present

study is the relationship, although not significant, be-

tween field-independence and people-orientation in boys.
The second issue concerns cognitive style and orienta-

tion and whether style and/or orientation predict preference for either praise or conflict on a task.

Research

done by Ruble (1972) found that field-dependent children

noticed an experimenter as he gestured towards the correct
card in a card-choosing game.

The field-dependent child

was more likely to choose that card.

In our study only

field— dependent girls tended to choose a hole in the marbledrop game where the child’s choice was praised by the ex-

perimenter.

correct card.

In Ruble’s study the children had to find the

In the present study the children were asked

to choose any of the four holes.

The field-dependent girls

chose the praise hole more than the field-independent
choose the
girls, but the field-dependent boys did not
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praise hole more than the field-independent boys.

Stevenson (1961) in a marble-drop study with young children
(3 4 years old) found that praising a hole caused a significant increase in the rate of response if the experimenter

was a woman.

Stevenson suggested that mothers are usually

the primary love-object for young children and the chil-

dren's feelings for their mothers generalized to other
women, making praise from a woman an effective reinforcer

for young children.

This might explain why the girls re-

sponded to the praise hole.

What is not clear is why the

young boys were not as affected by praise as the girls.

In

the Stevenson study the marble-drop was designed to have

low intrinsic interest

— the

child merely put a marble into

a hole and nothing was returned.

This design was used so

that the social reinforcer of praise would be maximized.
In the present study, it seems that praise was not an

especially potent reinforcer for field-dependent boys relative to field-independent ones.

Praise for field-dependent

girls remained an important reward even though a cognitively interesting event (a marble changing into a jack) was

added to the task.

Field-dependent boys, however, seemed

to be more varied in their choice of the four holes and un-

like the girls were not drawn to praise when there was a

cognitively more interesting alternative.
The study also investigated whether a child's prefer-

ence for the conflict hole on the marble-drop task was
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correlated with his/her orientation to the environment.
It
was predicted that the object-oriented child
would prefer
the conflict hole.
Although the results were not significant at the .05 level they were in the predicted direction

for the Laboratory Nursery School children.

The children

at the University Day Care Center, however, showed no clear

trends or significant correlations.

The children at the

Day Care Center proved to be more people-oriented with

little variability in scores, making it more difficult to

achieve a significant correlation with the conflict variable

.

Two especially designed tasks were created to measure
the child’s reaction and preference for praise and con-

flict

— the

marble-drop and the puzzle tasks.

The marble-

drop task depended on at least some of the children noticing the conflict phenomenon, i.e., the marble changing into
a jack as it passed into the box.

seemed to notice this event.

Most of the children

They showed me the jack, or

said something like, "Oh, it turned into a jack," or they
just smiled.

However, the degree of interest that they

showed varied a good deal.

Several children were so in-

trigued that they immediately wanted to examine the box to
see how a marble could change into a jack.

One way they

had of examining the box was to continually drop a marble

down the conflict hole.

Or they would stop the game to

come around to the back of the box to see what was
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happening on the other side.

Other children showed mild

interest in the conflict hole and little interest in
dealing with the paradox.
These children seemed to randomly

choose any of the four holes or repeatedly chose the praise
hole.
It was assumed in this study that the child's choice

for the conflict hole was not merely a preference for jacks
over marbles but an interest in the apparent incongruity.
A better assessment of preference for conflict would have

been to provide another hole where a marble was returned to
the child when he/she was given a jack.

If such a hole had

been provided we could have been more certain that a choice
for a jack or marble was clearly a choice for conflict and
not merely a preference for a particular object.

This ad-

ditional hole was not provided because of the difficulty
inherent in creating equipment where a jack would success-

fully roll to the experimenter's side of the box.

This

criticism is somewhat tempered by the fact that the child
was asked to place all objects returned to his/her side of
the box in a separate container so the child would not ac-

cumulate a bunch of his/her "favorite things."

It is as-

sumed the child was less likely to choose a hole because of
the object that was returned, since the child was not al-

lowed to collect the objects.
The puzzle task did not correlate significantly with

field— independence or object— orientation as predicted.

A
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high score on the puzzle task was correlated with the
number of adults children interacted with during the free
play
period.

Perhaps the children

v/ho

showed verbal recognition

of the incongruous piece did so because they were more at

ease with adults.

If this was the case then the task did

not sample the conflict response of children who were less
at ease with adults.

These children in a different envir-

onment under different conditions may have reacted to conflict .

Prom the variety of response and the content of those

responses it appeared that the task did measure an element
of surprise in children.

More research on the task would

be needed to assure that those children who did not respond

did so because they were not moved by the incongruous piece

rather than being inhibited by an adult.
In 1974 Maccoby and Jacklin reviewed the research on

sex differences and found that males are more aggressive
These sex differences seem to emerge in the

than females.

preschool years.

Studies by Serbin, O'Leary, Kent and

Tonick (1973) and Smith and Green (1975) found that preschool boys are more aggressive than preschool girls.

Us-

ing a point biserial correlation the present study found no

sex differences in the amount of aggressive behavior
(r =

.

32

,

£

=

.

12 ).

Instead aggressive behavior in boys

on
and girls seemed to be associated with the choices made

free
the marble-drop task and preferred activities during
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play.

Although the results on the measure of aggression

must be interpreted cautiously because of the low
reliability achieved during testing, a different pattern emerges
^oic

girls and boys on this measure.

For boys, aggression

was highly correlated with boys’ choice of the conflict

hole on the marble— drop task and avoidance of the praise
hole.

Aggression in girls was associated with an orienta-

tion towards people during play activity.

It would be in-

teresting to observe the aggressive episodes of the two
sexes to determine if the nature of their aggressive inter-

actions differed.

Perhaps girls fight over friendships

(people) and boys fight over the use of toys (objects).

Further research with high reliability on the measure of

aggression must be done to verify the findings of this
study and to explore the nature of aggressive interactions
of boys and girls.

Future Research and Implications for Education

Coates (1974) found that girls between the ages of
and

6

3

years were more field-independent than boys of the

same age.

Although the present study did not confirm this

finding, there were some interesting discrepancies in the

way in which the boys performed on the test compared to
girls.

The boys did adequately well, showing neither poor

nor excellent performance, whereas the girls varied in
their performance on the test. This difference may have

—
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been a result of the experimenter's sex or developmental

differences in boys' and girls' performance.

It would be

interesting to determine whether the sex of the experimenter affects the performance of children taking the Pre-

school Embedded Figure Test.

Girls who were more field-dependent were found to prefer praise in the marble-drop task.

The question for edu-

cators is to find the best learning environment for these

particular children.

The knowledge that some children are

more susceptible to praise may suggest to teachers that
they praise these children often in a learning situation
but praising field-dependent girls may in fact keep them

from exploratory behavior.

It may be that these children

lack confidence in their ability to engage in behaviors
that are interesting only to themselves.

It is not clear

from this study whether the field-dependent girls would
have chosen the conflict hole if praise were unavailable.
The girls who are field-dependent may gain more confidence
in their ability to explore the environment with the right

kind of guidance from the teacher.

This guidance might in-

clude encouragement for girls to explore using their interest as a reason for their behavior.

More research on the

nature of field-dependent girls' play behavior would shed
light on whether these children are more likely to choose a

cognitively interesting event if they aren't given a choice
of praise.

,
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APPENDIX

I

OBSERVATION MANUAL
General Description of the Procedure
The method used to determine object- versus people-

orientation was adopted with slight modifications from
Jennings, 1973, pp. 103-115:
A time sampling method of observation is
used in which the target child is observed for
a 1 5^ second period and his behavior recorded
in the following 45 second period.
Each child
is observed for a total of 45 time units over
three nonconsecutive days (15 time units per
day) during the free play period.
Two different kinds of information are recorded. The
first recorded is the Focus, Context, and Major
Activity of the child's play for the entire 15
second time unit (i.e., for each category only
the one that best
a single recording is made
describes the entire time unit). The second
kind of information recorded is the occurrence
of each specific kind of social behavior emitted by the child during any part of the 15
second time unit (i.e., zero, one, two or more
kinds of social behavior may be recorded).
The intent of this observational schedule is
to obtain a record of the child's choice of
play activities when a variety of activities
are available to him. Hence the observations
If the
are made during the free play period.
deviate
suddenly
observation
conditions of the
the obconditions,
markedly from the free-play
(A minterminated.
is
servation of that child
reto
child
the
for
ute or two may be allowed
to
(prior
termination
sume playing.) Premature
such
by
15 time units) may be necessitated
events as the teacher announcing clean-up time,
or the child badly hurting himself, or the

—

^Jennings used 20 second observation time.
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interfering in his play for several minutes for
disciplinary purposes.
I.

Categories descriptive of the entire time
unit

Focus of play
This category describes the child's focus of
attention which is defined mainly by where the
child's eyes are directed. The central concern
is whether the child's attention is focused upon
an object or upon a person (including a highly
social activity, such as role playing).
In order to avoid forced and arbitrary classifications, other coding possibilities are included.
If during a single time unit the child abruptly
changes his play activity then the Focus of
play is coded for the activity that occupied
the greater part of the time unit.
Coding possibilities:

A.

—

Object (inanimate)
The child is primarily attending to an obFor example, he may be examining or
ject.
manipulating toys or equipment, such as paints,
chairs, or swings, or intently playing a game
Includes climbing on things and putof Lotto.
ting things away. Includes trying out skills
with objects, especially playground equipment.
1,

If
The child may be alone or with others.
the child is with others, any social interaction must further the activity with the play
materials rather than draw attention away from
Thus the social interaction must be
them.
relevant to the object; furthermore, the social
interaction must remain subordinate to the ac(The child may look
tivity with the object.
passively at another person that is not involved with his own activity.)

Both
The child's attention is focused intermittently upon a person and an object. For example, the child may be putting together a puzzle
but intermittently carry on a conversation with
another child on matters not relevant, or only
tangentially relevant, to his play materials.
Or the child may be playing with a magnet and
then laughingly bring it up to another child's
nose, saying, "I'm gonna take your nose!" In
2,

)
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these instances the social interaction draws
attention away from the ob;)ect or activity.
In order for a time unit to be coded Both,
the child must show attention to an object qua
object not as a vehicle of social interaction;
in addition, attention to a person as a social
being must be indicated,

—

People
The child is primarily attending to a person
Or he is engaged in acting out a
or people.
social role or putting on a costume. Or he is
engaged in fantasy play using miniature people,
animals, or something else as people. For example, he may be talking with someone about his
new baby sister, or trying to get help in finding something, or rough-housing. He may be using an object but the object is secondary to
For example, a child may
the social activity.
be banging cups with others during water play
amid much laughter, or racing with others to
catch a ball, or throwing blocks in a way calculated to get the teacher's attention.
The child may be with others or alone (as in
solitary role-playing).

3.

Other
The child's attention is focused upon an activity that cannot be adequately classified as
(If
concern with either a person or an object.
the child's attention is focused upon both a
person and "other," then the time unit is classified as Other.
Included under this designation are;
a) Play with no object, e.g., dancing,
listening to records;
b) More-or-less formal lessons by the teacher or story telling (Since observation is
done during free-play, this type of teacher behavior should be minimal.);
c) Play with pets,

4

.

Not clear
The child has such a vague or unfocused look
atthat it is very difficult to tell where his
tention is directed.
5.
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Context of play
This category describes the interpersonal
context of the child's activity. If during a
single time unit the child's activity takes
place within two different social contexts, the
context of play which occupies the greater part
of the time unit is coded.
Coding possibilities:
1 .
Solitary
The child plays alone.
The child may be
near other children that are engaged in a different activity if he pays no attention to
them.
(A very brief interaction is permitted.)
2. Parallel
The child plays independently, but in physical and psychological proximity to other children. He plays with toys which are similar to
those which the children around him are using;
but he plays with the toys as he sees fit and
does not try to influence the activity of the
other children. Thus he plays beside rather
than with other children. The child must play
with a similar toy as the others or show psychological proximity by glances.
(A brief interaction is permitted.)
B.

Associative
The child is involved in a group activity
which there is overt recognition by the group
members of their common activity, interests and
personal associations. There may be borrowing
and lending of play materials or mild attempts
to control which children may or may not play
There is no division of labor
in the group.
and little organization of activity.
Other criteria are that the child is playing
with the same object as another, or he spends
most of the time unit looking at the people he
is playing with, or he spends most of his time
trying to get someone *s attention, help, etc.
3.

4.

Cooperative*
The child plays in a group that is organized

*This definition of cooperative play was maintained very strictly; hence very few instances
of this behavior were recorded.
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for the purpose of making some material product,
of striving to obtain some goal, or dramatizing
situations of adult life, or of playing competitive formal games. The goal as well as the
method of attaining it necessitates a division
of labor, the taking of different roles by the
various group members and the organization of
activity with rules so that the efforts of one
child are supplemented by those of another.
The child must take an active role in organizing the group.
If he simply follows the directives of another, the Context of his play is
coded Associative.
5. Not clear
It is not clear which Context occupied the
greater part of the time unit.

Major activity
The purpose of this category is to provide a
more complete description of the child's play
behavior as an aid in interpreting relationships among the main variables of the study.
The Major activity is simply whatever the
child seems to be trying to do his main goal
orientation. It is possible that during the
time unit only minimal attention will be given
to this activity; e.g., a child's main activity
may be painting a picture but he may spend most
of his time staring into space.
The coding of Major activity is done from a
If two or more activlist of such activities.
ities occur in the same time unit but are continuous with each other (i.e., part of the same
goal), then the most general is coded. For example, if a child paints, then cleans up during
a single time period, the entire time unit is
coded "construct a product." If two discontinuous Major activities occur in the same time
unit, the one that occupied more than half of
the time unit is coded.
Coding possibilities:
1. Prepare for an activity, clean up, or procure an object
2. Manipulate an object (e.g., blocks, puzzles,
trucks, sand)
picture,
3. Construct a product (e.g., drawing a
a
making
or
making cookies, modeling clay,
C

.

—
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4.
5.

6.
7«

8,

9.

permanent product)
Gross motor activity (e.g., climbing,
dancing, walking a plank)
Looking or listening activity (active participation is indicated; e.g,, listening to
a record, watching forms on a screen, looking at a bulletin board)
Pet play
Game (some ’rule' must be evident even if it
is simply that the child copies the behavior
of another child designated leader; e.g..
Lotto, bouncing ball in circle)
Role-playing (to pretend to be someone or
something else, to create a make-believe
situation, or to put on a costume; this
category takes precedence over other categories)

Conversation (must be coherent and the target child must talk at least twice or talk
most of the time)

10. Social Interaction (e.g., rough-housing,
seeking help or attention)
11. Maintenance (e.g., toilet, putting on a

smock)
12. a) Idle, wandering, withdrawn or fragmented

behavior
b) Passive watching of people or an activity
c) Looking for something to do
d) Idle waiting for turn
13. Split (This is a null category indicating
that the child engaged in two quite distinct
activities during the time unit and that
neither activity definitely occupied more
than half of the time unit. If the child
looks for something to do during the first
half of the time unit and then begins doing
something, the activity of the latter half
of the time unit is coded.)
If the Major activity of the time unit
Note;
is coded as 11, 12, or 13, then Focus,
Context, and Persons associated with it
are not coded; the occurrence of specific social behaviors, however, is
still coded.
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Persons interacted with durltif^ play
This category consists of a list of the persons with whom a child interacts in associative
(or cooperative) play during a time unit.
(Only when the Context of play has been coded
associative or cooperative is a listing made.
Persons involved in very brief social interactions are not listed.)
Coding possibilities;
Only one of the following 5 possibilities may
be coded in a single time unit;
1 .
Female peer
2. Female peer plus (more than one female peer)

D.

Male peer
4* Male peer plus (more than one male peer)
5. Croup (mixed-sex group of children)
In addition to one of the above, the following
coding possibility may also be listed in a
single time unit;
6. Adult
3.

II,

Specific social behaviors

These categories are not descriptive of the
time unit as a whole, but instead refer to specific, fairly discrete behaviors. Each such
behavior emitted by the child is recorded.
(The occurrence of any specific kind of behavior is only recorded once in a single time
unit, however, in order to avoid the problem of
having to decide how many instances of a given
type of behavior occurred in a sequence of interaction, )
In addition to recording the kind of behavior, the observer notes whether the behavior
was directed towards a peer(s) or adult(s) or
both.
Use of another as a resource
Requests help when needed
1 .
Child asks for help in a situation where
help seems needed (if not needed, the behavior
The kind of help
is coded seeks attention).
e.g., help in
considerably,
requested may vary
an object.
carrying
in
locating an object, help

A.
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or help in preventing a group of children from
wrecking a fort. Includes appropriate permission seeking.

Requests cognitive information
Child asks for information of a cognitive
nature about an object, event, of person. Included are questions about the identity and the
use of specific objects. Questions about where
an object is located (such as a pair of scissors J are coded requests help when needed.
2.

Dependency
1 .
Seeks proximity or contact
Child follows a person or stands near him
with the apparent sole intention of maintaining
proximity. No social interaction occurs.
Or child initiates (or requests) physical
contact with someone; the intention of the
child is to attain physical contact. Thus
climbing onto the teacher’s lap is included,
while poking her arm in order to get her attention or leading her by the hand to somewhere
definite is not included. Wandering hand-inhand with another child is included but roughhousing is not (code initiate or maintain
social contact).
B.

Seeks attention
Child seeks to gain the attention of anThe child may seek attention in a wide
other.
variety of ways. For example, he may simply
say "Look at me," or call attention to what he
is doing ("See what I’m painting"), or engage
in loud, conspicuous behavior (accompanied by
frequent glances at those whose attention he is
(The seeking negative attentrying to get).
tion, i.e., engaging in disruptive behavior in
order to get attention, is coded below under
(Calling someone’s name
aggressive behaviors.)
by behavior classifollowed
if
is not included
fied elsewhere.)
2.

Other
Offers cognitive information
1
Child spontaneously offers cognitive information; e.g., ’’I can count to ten in Spanish"
or explanations about the habits of gerbils.
(This category takes precedence over Seeks
C

.

.

I
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attention. Cognitive information offered in
response to a request especially by the teacher are coded as either Expansion of play or
initiate or maintain social contact.)
2. Expansion of play
Child engages in social interactions which
further develop his ongoing activity. Such expansion is especially common during fantasy
play.
It may, however, occur in other sorts of
play, for example, developing rules, stating
boundaries, or deciding on a procedure for a
joint undertaking. All communications which
are relevant to the activity in which the child
is engaged (the task which he has set for himself) are included.
3. Initiate or maintain social contact
Child engages in interactions (including
prolonged laughter) in which the main aim seems
to be simply to initiate or maintain social
contact; i.e., the interaction does not serve
to further develop the child *s ongoing activiIncluded are responding to another person
ty.
and obvious non-verbal communications, such as
rough-housing. Also included are communications not distinctly heard by the observer.
(If the communication is midway between Expansion of play and initiate or maintain social
contact, it is coded initiate or maintain social contact.)

—

—

4. Self assertion

Child resists unjustified (from his point of
view) interference by others in his activities;
e.g., he protests when another child takes
something from him, destroys what he is making,
moves in on his "territory,” or aggresses
against him.
(If the Interference by another
person is justified, as for example when a
child's activities are disturbing others and
the child seems to be aware of this, then lEne
child's resistance to interference is coded as
(In cases where it is not
refusing to comply.)
clear whether a particular behavior is aggressive or self-assertive, it is coded Self assertion. )
5. Refuses to comply or declines
Child refuses to comply with a legitimate
request or he declines an offer or invitation.
For example, he answers "No" when asked if he
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would like to go outside to play or continues
fighting when asked to stop by the teacher.
6. Aggression
Child behaves aggressively to another person
in any of a variety of ways; the intent of the
child is to harm, scare, annoy, hurt, exclude,
or humiliate another.
Or the child engages in
negative attention-seeking. Both verbal and
non-verbal behaviors are included; e.g., fighting, "I don*t like you" and "You can't play
with us."

APPENDIX II
SAMPLE RECORDING SHEET FOR OBSERVATION
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APPENDIX III
DIAGRAM OF MARBLE-DROP
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